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      0. The Duchess in the Attic


      A servant’s morning starts early. As the servants of the manor walked to and fro on creaking floorboards, within a sparse room, sunlight shot through a thin curtain.


      Opal tossed and turned in her uncomfortable bed, pulling her thin covers over her head. But unfortunately, she wasn’t able to go back to sleep. The maids tried their best to sneak past her room, careful not to make much noise, but the thin walls couldn’t possibly block out the hustle and bustle of their routine. With nothing else to do, Opal reluctantly sat up on her bed—one that was much too firm for her body—and stretched out her sore limbs.


      “Here’s to another day,” she mumbled, all to herself in her lonely room.


      From under her lavish nightgown, she uncurled her legs and slipped her feet into a pair of slippers. Slowly rising from her knees, she stood up, rotating her weary arms while heading for the window to draw the thin curtain back. She was lucky that her simple room even had a curtain, but alas, her tiny window was filthy and clouded. Opal could only catch a fuzzy glimpse of what was outside.


      Still, she noted with a wry smile, it was yet another bright and beautiful day out. But it mattered not how sunny the day was; she was never allowed to step outside the manor. For now, anyway.


      Opal changed into a dress, brushing her hair into a neat bundle and finally switching her slippers into a different pair of shoes. Footsteps creaked from outside her room, and she opened the door out onto the corridor. A maid who had just happened to pass by froze in place, staring at Opal as if she were a ghost.


      “Could you tell Beth to bring me some hot water?” Opal requested.


      “C-Certainly,” the young maid replied with a tremble. She immediately fled the scene like a scared rabbit.


      Upon closing the door, Opal noticed her room had become a touch brighter and headed for the simple desk by the window. She knew it’d take a while for her attendant, Beth, to prepare the hot water. And it wasn’t because Opal’s room was in the attic, the highest room within the manor and located above the maids’ rooms—oh no, this was Beth harassing her. Opal, however, found it foolish to wait idly in irritation and decided to spend her time reading the books that she had borrowed from the manor’s library.


      “Good morning, madam,” Beth said reluctantly, arriving after a long while. She poured the hot water into Opal’s washbasin.


      “Good morning, Beth,” Opal replied. “Could you kindly bring me breakfast after you’re done with that?”


      “Certainly.”


      Despite Beth’s reluctance to serve Opal, Opal was the mistress of the manor, and a duchess. As long as Beth was Opal’s attendant, she had to obey Opal’s orders. Beth left, the floorboards creaking with every step she took, while Opal dipped her hands in the hot water. She frowned. It was tepid at best and hardly warm.


      “Good grief, so stubborn...” the noble lady muttered. The words were directed more at herself than at her attendant.


      It’d been ten days since Opal had married into House McLeod. Her husband, Duke Hubert McLeod, despised her, causing the other servants in his manor to give her the cold shoulder.


      Opal was as annoyed with the situations as the servants were. “How foolish.”


      She laughed through her nose, feeling like a protagonist from some sort of fairy tale. Her close friends described her as stubborn, a lady who refused to lose—and they weren’t wrong. Opal wasn’t about to whine about her situation. She certainly wouldn’t go down without a fight, and indeed, she had no plans to throw in the towel.
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      She had a ploy to overcome her current situation, and so, she spent yet another day in her dingy room in the attic.


      “I’m not going to lose!” she declared firmly to her lonely room.


      The sun had already risen, and as Opal gazed out the cloudy, tiny window at its fuzzy shape, she reminisced upon her past.

    

  

  
    
      1. The Beginning


      It all started one night at a normal dinner party hosted by Earl Holloway. His daughter, Lady Opal, had just become a debutante, but she had grown a little tired of all the crowds and stepped out into the garden, a space familiar to her. She’d visited the earl’s manor at the royal capital numerous times since she was young, and this garden had been the perfect playground for an energetic little girl like Opal. Even in dim lighting she knew her way and could navigate the garden quite well. However, the garden during this particular party was completely different from a usual afternoon stroll.


      Someone suddenly hugged Opal from behind. Before she knew it, she was pushed down onto the grass, and a kiss was forced upon her. Something slimy touched her lips, and she scratched the face of her assailant, completely disgusted by the sensation. The man flinched and groaned in pain, giving Opal time to scream for help. She knew that guards were on standby within the garden.


      She screamed without a second thought; the fatal implications of an unmarried woman dragged into such a fuss had never crossed her mind. As the guards drew near, the man hastily made his escape. Only Opal was left behind, her hair and dress a complete mess. As she sat there in a daze, both the guards and the party guests gathered around her. The guests’ eyes were filled not with pity but with curiosity.


      Her memory was fuzzy after that. Opal remembered her attendant rushing to her side, carrying her back to her room, and putting her in a bath. Once cleaned, she had been put in bed and had promptly fallen asleep without being able to fully process the situation. The poor lady hadn’t a chance to predict what was to come.


      Every year, the season of socializing was from spring to summer. High-ranking nobles gathered at the royal capital as every night, various parties and balls took place. These served as the perfect occasions to discuss politics and economics or to simply chatter away and exchange information.


      Naturally, this was a critical time for unmarried men and women—and their parents. On the daily, nobles enacted secret plots against each other, dragging down others in order to secure the best partner they possibly could.


      The next morning, Opal woke up and received a message from her father, a summons to his study. She quickly got herself ready and even skipped breakfast as she headed straight for his room and knocked on the door. Upon receiving a word of consent, she immediately entered and saw her father, Earl Holloway, seated at his desk with a look of chagrin.


      “Good morning, father,” Opal said. “I heard that you called for me.”


      “Why do you sound so carefree?” the earl demanded. “Do you understand what you did last night?”


      “Indeed, I apologize for causing a commotion during the party last night. But I was able to make it out safe and sound—”


      “That’s not the issue. The issue was your wretched appearance in front of such a huge crowd.”


      The anger in his voice caused Opal to jolt in fear. Not once had she been asked if she was all right. In fact, her father wasn’t even interested in what had actually occurred last night. She knew her father quite well, but his blatant callousness lit a fire in her rebellious spirit.


      “I didn’t do anything wrong!” Opal insisted. “That man should be to blame!”


      “And do you know who this man is?” Earl Holloway asked.


      “I do not. He fled when I shrieked and made a fuss.” Opal was proud of herself, lauding her own strength and courage to react in such a frightful situation, but her father only let out a deep sigh.


      “And that’s the problem. Had you not made such a fuss, we could’ve kept this a secret from the rest of society.”


      “But if I hadn’t, I would’ve been in so much more danger!”


      “If we were able to protect your reputation, we would’ve been able to find a good husband for you, despite you losing your virginity. But now, rumors of you being a harlot have spread like wildfire. Only a few men will take you in now. But of course, the brat who visited us this morning is completely out of the question.”


      “Pardon?”


      Opal was tempted to point out that she was still a virgin, but she was unable to hide her shock at just how little her father cared for her well-being and couldn’t offer a word of rebuttal. She could only eke out another question.


      “A brat came forward, claiming to be the one who met you last night,” the earl said. “He said he wants to take responsibility and marry you.”


      “He stepped forward?” Opal asked. “After fleeing last night? He attacked me, and yet he has the gall to claim that it was a meeting?”


      “You wandering out by yourself in the garden must have been a perfect opportunity for him. He’s the second son of a poor viscount’s house, after all. He claimed to have fled when you caused a fuss. Good grief,” Earl Holloway groaned. “I made a huge mistake inviting that cheeky kid to my manor.”


      “A poor viscount’s house...”


      Opal was dazed as she recalled a young man who’d been chasing after her recently. She came from a wealthy family and had quite a bit of dowry to offer, and those who heard this often targeted her for marriage. Opal, however, was always on guard. She’d lost her mother when she was young, and her father, who was obsessed with making money, paid no attention to her. Her brother, two years older than her, had entered a boarding school, and her family had been hardly present within the earldom. She had been raised all alone.


      The servants within the manor were kind to her, of course. Still, Opal envied close-knit families and had dreamed that one day, when the time came, she’d create the warm household and loving family she had never had. And so, she yearned to marry a man she loved. She didn’t want to marry into a house for money and took it upon herself to find a partner that would see her true self.


      While she did have a childhood friend she was close with, he was unfortunately the third son of a baron—her father wouldn’t permit her to marry a man like him. Opal had realized that early on and had quietly suppressed the burgeoning love she felt for him. With her heart full of hope, she’d made her way to the royal capital to meet the man of her dreams. But no one had attracted her.


      No, there was one... Opal thought. She remembered the man that she had danced with just once. He was a young duke who had just graduated from university and rarely attended these dinner parties. Due to his high rank, the women at the party were embroiled in a vicious battle to claim him for their own, and it had been difficult to even get close to him.


      However, when Earl Holloway had introduced his daughter to the duke, the young man had invited Opal to dance as an act of exchanging pleasantries. He was a man of few words, but the hands that touched hers had been very gentle, and the rare smile he had given still revealed his boyish innocence. Opal thought that her life would be filled with joy if she spent her days with him.


      “Listen well,” Opal’s father said. “Truth be told, you can no longer hope for a good relationship. But there will certainly be someone who requires your money. I’ll inspect each man carefully and decide your marriage partner for you. Until then, you’d best not create another commotion. Is that clear?”


      “Yes, father...” Opal replied. Her tone was meek, but she was so lost in her thoughts that she barely heard his words.


      The earl, satisfied with her reply, gave a wave of his hand to send her back. The famished Opal obediently stepped out and headed to have some breakfast.


      That night, Opal attended a dinner party hosted by a certain marquis. Only then did she truly understand what her father had said. The noblewomen who had been so friendly with her just the night before ignored her completely. The young men who had gathered around her the moment she’d made her appearance were nowhere to be seen. A few men still approached her, but a single glance at their attire made it clear that they weren’t wearing the latest fashion.


      The ladies glared at her with contempt while whispering nasty rumors. Any normal noble lady would’ve been unable to tolerate this humiliation and would’ve fled from the scene, but Opal was stronghearted and stubborn. She stayed. She hadn’t done anything wrong; the blame should’ve gone to the man who’d tried to assault a frail lady like her. The viscount’s second son, who had confessed to the crime, wasn’t present.


      He likely couldn’t appear in front of others for a while—Opal’s sharp nails had scratched his face. During the carriage ride home, her attendant grumbled about just how humiliated she’d been, but Opal ignored it all. If you don’t want to serve me, just quit.


      She no longer had her mother, and there was no other woman of age within her family that could look after her. The attendant had simply been hired, and she was free to quit at any time. Ultimately, it seemed she couldn’t resist the fat paycheck and continued to tag along with Opal to societal occasions.


      Opal remained proud and confident despite the rumors that swirled around her. However, she found it difficult to handle the men who were after her money or looking to indulge themselves in a night of debaucherous pleasure. Every time she managed to successfully rebuff their advances, they would claim she was “used to handling men,” only making the rumors worse.


      In the blink of an eye, Opal’s circle of friends disappeared, and she received fewer and fewer invitations to societal occasions. But still, appearances needed to be maintained, and as the daughter of a wealthy countess, she was made to participate only when strictly necessary.


      As the season drew to a close, Opal breathed a sigh of relief. Finally, she could return to her favorite manor, her favorite land. I’ll be forgotten about by next season, I’m sure of it. There’s always another scandal.


      As her body rocked with the movements of the carriage, Opal spent the time eagerly awaiting being home with optimistic dreams about her ideal marriage.

    

  

  
    
      2. Her Childhood Friend


      Opal returned to her favorite manor, and the days passed as they usually had before she’d made her society debut. As usual, her father was obsessed with growing the family wealth. Ever since that fateful incident, he’d become completely disinterested in Opal. Her older brother was preparing to enter university, and he’d spend his lengthy vacation at his friend’s house, with no plans to return home. Opal had practically become something of a stepmother, and spent her days managing the manor, but she also enjoyed being active, like going horseback riding or climbing trees.


      Surely, the residents of her earldom had heard rumors about her scandal, but they didn’t treat Opal any differently. Whenever she went to visit them, they paid their utmost respects and came to her for advice. Trying to spend every day to the fullest, Opal dedicated each afternoon to reading outside.


      The sunlight was a touch strong these days, but with the end of summer around the corner, there was still relief to be found in the shade. Opal placed some baked snacks and fruits into a basket, grabbed a book on agriculture (her recent favorite read), and stepped out of the manor. Just a brief walk led her to the massive trunk of her favorite tree.


      She’d scaled this tree numerous times as a child, and she was now able to easily climb up even with a basket on her arm. She tucked her basket between the trunk and a straight branch as she stretched her legs onto the familiar reading perch, leaning back against the trunk. She became so engrossed in her book that she failed to notice the footsteps of someone approaching.


      “I don’t think a lady would ever climb a tree,” a voice suddenly called to her, making her jump with fright.
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      “Oh dear, Claude,” Opal said. “What have you been learning at your university? I’m sure there’s at least one lady out in the world climbing trees and helping with the field work.”


      She tried her best to mask her initial surprise with her cheeky words, while Claude, her childhood friend, let out a deep chuckle in response, the soothing sound already calming her startled mind.


      “I’m sure I only know of one such lady—she happens to originate from this earldom, in fact—but I’m still learning,” he said. “I’ll keep it in mind.”


      “That seems for the best,” Opal replied.


      Claude had just referred to Opal, who had just become a debutante, as a lady. He hadn’t changed one bit; perhaps he was ignorant of the rumors that swirled around her. Since he was off at university, there was a good chance that he was in the dark about the recent gossip. Opal vehemently wished Claude would never hear the salacious rumors about her. Though she had never been able to muster the courage to tell Claude how she felt, she still wanted to remain the usual, tomboyish, cheeky Opal Holloway in front of him.


      She loudly shut her book, as though closing a door on her glum thoughts, and placed the book inside of her basket.


      “Claude, will you be a dear and catch my basket?” she called down to him.


      “All right.”


      The moment he replied, she threw her basket down and expertly descended the tree. She didn’t need to check if Claude had caught her belongings—they’d done this numerous times before, and not once had he failed to catch them. When Opal made one final jump and landed on the ground, he gave a mischievous grin.


      “I thought you were already done with climbing trees, Opal,” he said.


      “By the time you graduate and become a splendid gentleman, I’ll surely be a perfectly respectable lady,” Opal retorted.


      Claude was a year older than her older brother; he wouldn’t graduate for another three years. Perhaps she’d be married off by then and would be forced to part ways with her favorite tree. Needless to say, her future husband would undoubtedly disapprove of her outdoor antics. It would truly be a pity, but even Opal had some common sense. Her verbal jab had been intended as a joke, but Claude actually looked a touch hurt before quickly masking it with a smile.


      But he couldn’t fool his childhood friend; Opal had noticed it.


      “Claude?” she asked.


      Her tone carried a hint of confusion, and Claude, who also knew Opal very well, immediately understood what her question was really asking.


      “Ah, you’ve simply reminded me that I still have three whole years at that boring university,” he said. “And I’ve been given so much homework over my break that it’s overwhelming.”


      “Oh, woe is me!” Opal replied sarcastically. “And? Whatever would you like for me to do? Speak words of comfort? Or shall I throw an angry fit at you rubbing it all in? You know that I’d love to go to a university. Just why is it that women aren’t allowed to work or become educated?”


      She fell into her usual expression of resentment toward society, a complaint Claude had heard many times before.


      He smiled and took the book from her basket. “You might not be going to university, but you’re still studying diligently. Trevor’s teaching you all about how to manage the earldom, no?”


      There was no fooling her childhood friend. Indeed, Opal had been learning how to properly maintain the earldom. Between their schedules the two childhood friends could rarely find an occasion to meet, but apparently Claude could still read Opal’s mind very well, much to her frustration.


      “When I turn twenty, I shall inherit the land my grandmother left behind,” Opal insisted. “It may not be a big plot of land, but even if I get married, it won’t belong to my husband. It shall be mine and mine alone. My asset. I’m currently having someone manage it for me, but when I’m twenty, I’ll do it all by myself.”


      Claude paused for a moment. “Right. You’ve got land, don’t you?”


      “I don’t mean to brag.”


      “I know. I may not have an inheritance, but I have my freedom. My potential is limitless, so to speak.”


      Claude had inherited nothing and had no form of material wealth. In contrast, Opal had her assets. She might have sounded a bit arrogant just then. She hastily tried to correct herself, but Claude didn’t seem to mind and just brightly smiled.


      “Goodness, perhaps you’re the one being a bit audacious,” Opal sighed. She was relieved but made sure to include a sharp remark. “I’ve got no freedom at all. Oh, I wish I’d been born as a boy...”


      Claude smiled and tousled her hair, something he’d done since they were kids.


      “The world’s a troublesome place,” he said. “You’re you, and I think you should live as you like, Opal. You’ve got the strength to push through with your own will.”


      “Claude...”


      Had he actually heard the rumors after all? Something about his words made her think so, tears welling in her eyes, but she managed to keep her composure.


      “Good grief!” she complained, glaring at him. “My hair is all a mess! Argh! Marcia will scold me again! It’s all your fault!”


      “Sure, sure. I’m sorry,” he replied, sounding not at all apologetic.


      The two burst out laughing and made their way back to the manor together where the maid, Marcia, was waiting to give them a good scolding. And once more, the pair of childhood friends giggled.


      And despite Marcia’s exasperation, she remained loyal to Opal, staying in and doing the mending while Opal and Claude enjoyed an afternoon of playing board games. Everyone was so kind to Opal; the countess’s days were filled with happiness.


      The following day, Opal and Claude embarked on a small trip to their childhood secret base, walking around a large boulder. They had invited the ladies-in-waiting to tag along as they picnicked and did some fishing. Opal had never enjoyed herself so much.


      Unfortunately, the fun had to end, and now, it was time for Claude to return to his university.


      “Opal, you’re a strong lady,” Claude said. “But even you will have your moments of sadness and struggle. Remember you don’t have to endure it alone, okay?”


      “Claude...” Opal murmured.


      “What I’m trying to say is, just come to me anytime if you need anything. I’ll fly over to you in a flash.”


      “Mm-hmm... Thank you. Truly.”


      This man understood her more than her father or brother and cared for her so deeply. She hated to see him leave, but she mustered her strength in order to bury her feelings once more and gave a beaming smile.


      “Take care of yourself,” she managed to say. “Study hard.”


      “I know, I know. I’ll see you later, Opal.”


      “Till we meet again...”


      As she gazed at Claude’s slowly receding figure she realized that the smile had faded from her face. She wasn’t honestly sure if they’d ever get a chance to meet again.


      This time next year, I could be married.


      She was still under the command of her father, Count Holloway. If he gave his order, she had to marry anyone he chose; she had no right to decline.


      But maybe, when the season opens again, I’ll meet someone wonderful. Opal had regained much of her energy at the earldom—she looked to the next season with a hopeful heart. And it was that very season that she’d realize she’d been far too naive.

    

  

  
    
      3. Condemnation


      Opal had been certain that her second year as a debutante would go much better, but she returned to the earldom with a heavy heart. The rumors of her promiscuity hadn’t died down—far from it. She was now seen as a wild and unrestrained lady who did as she pleased.


      Still, she’d done her best to go on morning walks with potential candidates, going out on the balcony with them, even giving them a kiss or two. But just as she’d experienced with the viscount’s second son the year prior, the kisses didn’t feel right, and she could only express her disgust, refusing to escalate the relationships any further. The men had had their pride shattered and, in response, escalated the original rumors even more by spreading outright lies about her.


      In addition, the men Opal had refused to spend any time with at all spread even more rumors about her. Soon enough, Opal was firmly dubbed as a lecherous and lustful unmarried woman, an abhorrent lady. Her third year after her debut came and went.


      Maybe I should just give up on marriage. Maybe I was meant to be free instead of trapped in a loveless marriage that would just drain my family’s wealth.


      By the time Opal turned eighteen and was still unmarried, she’d given up on her dreams of creating a warm and loving household. When she’d turn twenty, she’d inherit that small plot of land left by her maternal grandmother, Olga Kensington. The land was more than enough for Opal to get by without much issue.
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